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merchants importing goods into their own country was less
specialized. The peculiar province of the merchant bankers
working as 'accepting houses' was the provision of sterling
acceptance credits for merchants importing goods into foreign
countries or British oversea possessions. Bills were drawn on
London to finance goods destined to be sold all over the world,

One of the witnesses appearing before the Parliamentary
Committee of 1858 attributed the crisis of 1857 to the practice
of granting these acceptance credits, since the bills could not
be accompanied by 'documents' (bills of lading, &c.). When
they did not go to the same country as the goods, the acceptance
credits could too easily be used for drawing accommodation
bills instead of commodity bills.

It may well be that at that early stage in the development of
the system it was abused. But it soon became highly respectable,
and conspicuous for its solidity. The merchant bankers formed
a financial aristocracy of the City of London, and it was largely
from among their partners that the directors of the Bank of
England (who were precluded according to established practice
from being 'bankers' in the narrow sense) were selected. Besides
the accepting and issuing business and dealing in foreign ex-
change, there were certain firms of merchant bankers specializ-
ing in dealing in the precious metals. The markets in gold and
silver bullion have long been centralized in London in close
association with the foreign exchange market.

Another group of financial houses which was in course of
evolution in the middle of the nineteenth century was that
formed by the bill brokers or discount hous&s. In the early part
of the century they had been mere brokers, intermediaries who
undertook to bring the buyers and sellers of bills of exchange
together. Bankers found it troublesome either to select bills so
that the maturities exactly fitted in with requirements, or to sell
bills when maturities did not correspond to their need for cash.
Instead of laying out the whole of their disposable cash on
buying bills outright, they preferred to lend a part of it at call
or at a few days3 notice to the bill brokers on the security of
bills. In consideration of the convenience of being able to call